Abstract. The marginal value theorem predicts that when resources are clumped in space, a forager can maximize its rate of intake by deciding to leave a patch when its current feeding rate falls below the average for the habitat. A group version of the model predicts that when rate-maximizing group members share a patch, they should leave sooner, and each with less gain, than single animals exploiting the same patch. We tested these predictions in the laboratory by measuring patch departure decisions of spice finches, Lonchura punctulata, exploiting food patches alone or in groups of three under two habitats that require different travel times. As predicted, group members left the patch sooner and with fewer seeds than single foragers. Unlike the model's assumptions, however, birds did not share the patch equally, and their exploitation curves could not be simply derived from those of single foragers. Grouping decreased the effect of travel time on patch exploitation. Moreover, within each group the bird expected to leave first delayed its departure although it collected fewer seeds than the others. This delayed departure could aim to maintain group membership. We noted an increased variability in seed number collected by group members compared with single foragers, which could be a cost of group foraging.
Within a given habitat, food is often distributed heterogeneously in patches separated by areas of lower food density. A forager must decide whether to stay in a patch it currently exploits, or to travel to the next one using up time and energy without immediate reward. The exploitation decision that maximizes the long-term rate of intake is based on a comparison between the current exploitation rate in the patch (number of items collected per time unit) and the mean rate of intake achieved by travelling to the next patch. A rate-maximizing forager will leave a patch when its current rate of intake falls below the average expected from the environment (patch model, Charnov 1976; Parker & Stuart 1976) . If exploitation rate declines with time in the patch, then the forager should leave before the patch is totally depleted. The faster the exploitation rate declines, the sooner the forager should leave. Similarly, when the mean travel time between patches increases, all else being equal, a forager should spend more time and collect more items per patch (Charnov 1976; Stephens & Krebs 1986) .
These predictions of the patch model have received qualitative support from numerous experimental studies conducted both in the field and the laboratory, involving a wide range of animal species, from invertebrates to rodents (Stephens & Krebs 1986) . All these studies have involved subjects foraging singly, however, even though individuals foraging in groups must also choose to stay or to leave a patch. Exploitation decisions of group members may be affected by several factors such as patch sharing and competition (Parker 1978; Sjerps & Haccou 1994) . A number of group patch exploitation models have been developed (Parker & Stuart 1976; Parker 1978; Parker et al. 1993; Sjerps & Haccou 1994) , and one that applies specifically to non-renewing resource patches that deplete as a result of the animal's exploitation appeared to be readily testable (Parker 1978; Fig. 1) .
The group exploitation model we chose to test, much like the original patch model, assumes that the patch provides diminishing returns. Moreover, it assumes that, in the absence of interference, the 
